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Constructingan
AestheticResponseto
War
K!:,mTheriault is an assistant
prefessorofcArt and "Design
and joined thefaculty in
2000.
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'%nee :(sttle-Jterling, the
artist whose sculpturesare
discussedhere, is cAssistant Prefessor ofcArt and
"Design.

R

enee Zettle-Sterling's sculptural metal mouthpieces, conceived for the exhibition Engaging
Memory: Contemporary Interpretations of War,refuse to
represent war or to address it as an abstract concept
because the creations are founded in memory. Based
on numerous veteran interviews, the series, called
Actualities, acts as a kind of mouthpiece for the past.
Although seemingly innocuous commentaries on war,
the constructions are loaded with nostalgic references
to toys and domestic elements, allowing them to operate on a broad associative level. Because the Actualities
are combined interpretations of veterans' memories,
the artist's conceptions, and the viewer's own reference points, there are multiple connotations for each
piece. Ultimately, Zettle- Sterling reintroduces human
engagement to the subject of war, allowing for a nonjudgmental interpretation because she addresses war in
terms of a universal or shared experience.
Zettle-Sterling's work is slightly different from
past engagements with the subject of war because
of the incorporation of memory. Throughout history
military conflicts have been a subject for artists. Scores
of paintings and sculptures depict kings, dictators, and
generals as part of a tradition that posit the individual
as the primary actor in war or glorify battles that mark
defense or aggression . In the twentieth century, artists
began to overtly critique war and by the mid-twentieth century many works were imbued with anti-war
statements . It is ironically into this tradition that the
formal qualities of Zettle-Sterling's unbiased work can
be characterized.

Sculptor H. C. Westermann, who served in World
War II and Korea, fashioned sculptural works that allude
to war or were made in memory of fallen comrades.
Many of these pieces, such as the Death Ship series that
spanned the late 1950s and 1960s, are coffinlike forms.
These boxy "ship" containers combine sculpture, craft,
and war imagery-a technique that Zettle-Sterling
also embraces. Perhaps the most scathing responses to
war, however, emerged in the 1960s and early 1970s in
the United States because of American involvement
in Vietnam. James Rosenquist created F-111 in 1965
and amidst this 10' by 86' billboard style painting of
a fragmented F-111 fighter-bomber interspersed with
popular imagery (such as of a little girl, tire tracks, light
bulb, and spaghetti), was a statement about militarism.
Zettle-Sterling collages disparate items as well. In
Actuality #11 a tiny dismembered hand holds a grenade
filled with a seed, and in Actuality# 8 cast toy army men
spill out of a faucet.
Ed Kienholz's 1968 life-size antiwar installation,
Portable U0r Memorial, illustrates the way recognizable images have been combined in the past. In this
work, an image of the classic Uncle Sam "I Want You"
recruitment poster on the left oversees a reproduc-
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Actuality# 1 (detai/J

tion of the Iwo Jima sculptural group, which is in the
process of planting a flag into a television, while on
the right a young man and woman snack at a hot dog
stand. The "portablility" of this work suggests it can go
anywhere to fit any war-a point that is underscored
by the tombstone cross on the back wall that allows
the viewer to fill in the blanks for "V _Day, 19_." Like
Keinholz, though on a much smaller scale, Zettle-Sterling uses recognizable (though less forceful) allusions
such as etched zipper images, pacifiers, doilies, barbed
wire, cannons, and soldier forms . The combined imagery and craft in the mouthpiece contraptions, and the
addition of installation aspects to Engaging Memory:
Contemporary Interpretations of War, are consistent
with Zettle-Sterling's past metal mouthpiece series'
such as Coping Mechanisms and Survival Tips as well
as environments such as Temporarily Unavoidable and
The Space In Between .
The most marked difference in tone between the
work in Engaging Memory and past art on the subject
of war is that Zettle-Sterling embraces the individuals
who were the components of war. Regardless of whether

Actuality #4

or not the veterans had wanted to be in war, believed
in it, or even understood why their country was at
war, Zettle-Sterling brings memory alive through her
aesthetic interpretations of their testimonials. Primary
to this endeavor is the lack of specificity in the work.
Though some Actualities are inspired more by one story
than another or many stories that were similar, they are
a pastiche of memory, nostalgic cultural images, and the
artist's interpretations of war.
Though many veterans Zettle-Sterling approached
declined to be interviewed because they could not,
or did not want to, face or share their memories, for
those who did the experience was uniformly emotional.
Sometimes the memories were painful, sometimes they
were unreliable or colored by the distance of time, and
sometimes they were proud, but they were always poignant and difficult. The act of inserting a metal Actual ity
into the mouth is likely to cause discomfort and perhaps
pain. The trauma that is created for the mouth also
imposes silence-it defies the wearer to speak or garbles
speech into something that is almost recognizable .This
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Actuality#7

is a metaphor for the acts memory invoked from the
veterans through the interview process.
And yet Zettle-Sterling chooses sculptural elements
for the mouthpieces that evolve these memories into
something more. While the testimonials of the veterans
are "remembered," the construction of art based on them
is a kind of "re-membering" by the artist. In her work
Zettle-Sterling doesn't represent the veterans' stories,
but absorbs their memories and reconfigures them in
parts. Through the craft element of the metalwork itself,
Zettle-Sterling uses pieces (of metal and memory) to
construct something that is new. Everything in these
works is fabricated or cast and outlines and images are
drawn or etched in to the surface, in effect, remaking all
of the elements rather than relying on existing ones.
An important way Zettle-Sterling
remakes the
familiar is through the use of toy elements. In Actuality #8 she has fabricated a copper faucet and duplicated
plastic toy army men in bronze. The soldiers pour out
of the spout in combat positions that intertwine in a
jumbled network of forms right side up, upside down,
and with limbs connected to other limbs or heads or
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guns. Some figures are missing limbs, or the occasional
bazooka or machine gun replaces them, but the collection is balanced in such a way that this web of bodies,
looking a bit like barbed wire, forms a base for the piece.
In this work Zettle-Sterling has carefully juxtaposed
the elements of the faucet and toys so that the piece
can be read as a commentary on war if the viewer so
chooses. Perhaps soldiers are as disposable as water, a
natural resource so often taken for granted. But disposable to whom? And who turns the spigot? Because it is
a mouthpiece combined with the soldier/toy imagery,
the work suggests that there is someone outside of it
who is in control, perhaps like those absent from the
battlefield who run wars.
Zettle-Sterling does not make such a statement, but
based on the associative quality of the work, the viewer
is allowed to question if war might be a game to those
in power.Actuality#? could refer to executive desk toys
and perhaps again to those who manage wars from
behind their desks. At the end of its long rod, ZettleSterling has made a rendition of a child's "knocker"
game (two large marbles attached to two strings that can
be slammed together) with two silver balls extended on
wires.A similar executive game is "Newton's Ladder"in
which a shiny row of balls can be knocked together to
create a repeated metronome kind of rhythm.
The toy theme is present in many other Actualities.
Actuality #2 consists of a row of silver soldier silhouettes
that line the top of a smooth copper cannon accented
with brass. The figures are fl.at, giving them a "die-cut"
quality that refers to mass production like the mass
production of war machines (toys of war) and the production of toys themselves. Certainly, there is a long
history of association between the machines used in war
and toys that stem perhaps from the way young boys
play pretend war . But the association with toys is not
just metaphoric. For instance, Actuality #2 doubles as
a toy itself There is a small cup attached to the end of
the cannon, in effect denying its use as a weapon, and
it has a small silver ball attached to the end of a chain.
1he result is a somewhat perverse rendition of the ageold game of"catch-'em"where the goal is to swing the
ball on the tether and catch it in the cup. The multiple
meanings in Zettle-Sterling's work are a testimony to
the way she successfully expresses the multivalent quali-

Actuality#2 (detail!

ties inherent in memory that communicate a universal
experience. Zettle-Sterling's beautifully crafted pieces
are made of metals such as copper, brass, and silver that
are uncharacteristic of war machines. In some cases,
she has used "liver of sulfur" to purposefully tarnish
the silver to reflect a more somber aspect of a piece or
replicate a gunmetal or steel gray. For instance, the two
balls in Actuality #7 are silver but she has dulled one
with liver of sulfur. The materials also refer back to the
veterans-not only the soldiers as individuals but as
part of a broader whole. Brass, bronze, and silver refer
to the distinctions of rank ("brass" is slang for military
leaders) as well as medals of valor such as the Bronze
Star and silver Distinguished Service Cross.
Ultimately, Zettle-Sterling's work always comes back
to memory and a respect for the individuals who have
inspired it. Much of the work is full of an incredible
empathy because it speaks not only to memory and
loss that is specific to war, but to memory and loss that
is part of the larger human condition. Actuality #1 is
a mouthpiece that has pictures and letters on acetate
arranged in a pinwheel form. One of the pictures shows
an army boot so overused the sole has a hole in it. The
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first veteran Zettle-Sterling ever interviewed supplied
the letter that is used for one of the images. It is part of
a letter one of his friends, who had been hospitalized
with injuries, wrote to him while recovering. Each image
is attached to the piece by clips so it can be removed
for easier viewing by the wearer, rearranged according
to the order the wearer chooses, or replaced by images
related to the wearer's own memories.
lnActuality#4, soiled doilies refer to a domestic side
of war or war on the "homefront." One might imagine
that the doilies aged as someone waited (over many
cups of staining coffee or tea) for a loved one to return
home. The presence of thorns (like those of a rose) on
the extension from the mouthpiece to the fastener that
holds the fan of doilies might suggest romantic love, the
pain oflove and war, or maybe the adage "all's fair in love
and war."Yet this is a personal piece for the artist. The
initials on the clip are those of Zettle-Sterling's grandmother (C.L.), who was a nurse in the stateside hospital
where she met Zettle-Sterling's grandfather (M.Z.),
who was sent there to recover after being wounded in
Europe in World War II. Although her work has always
been linked to memory, perhaps Zettle-Sterling's own
sensitivity to war could be attributed to its role in her
own history.
The domestic or "homefront" theme is most prevalent in Actuality #6 in which the words "home" and
"sweet" are embroidered into crinoline (a material commonly used for bride's veils) that lines a binocular-like
pair of glasses extending from a mouthpiece . Sewing
is a feminine motif, but perhaps also refers to sewing
up bodies that have been dismembered or tom by war
and must be, literally, re-membered. The words "home
sweet," which conjure up references to "home sweet
home" stitchery, veil the flat silhouettes of soldiers that
block the view through the glasses. The embroidered
scrim perhaps refers to the needlework of a mother or
wife waiting patiently at home, but it might also refer
to the way a soldier often sets his sights on returning
home.
Despite the emphasis on trauma and loss associated with memory, there is also hopefulness in
Zettle - Sterling's work. In Actuality #11, a small hand
holding a grenade is attached to a mouthpiece that
does not allow the mouth to close around it but opens
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up the lips, contorting the mouth in such a way that
it refuses shutting or escape. This work is about the
pain of opening memories up, but also the promise
of growth and perhaps healing it allows. The grenade
in the hand splits to reveal a seed-suggesting rebirth
out of destruction. New materials, technologies, and
manufacturing processes are byproducts of war just like
the massive building campaigns such as the interstate
highway system constructed in the United States once
World War II soldiers returned home or the way so
many military continue to return from their tours of
duty to use the "GI Bill" to go to college.
Indeed, even for Zettle-Sterling the process of
re-membering is one of construction, both literally
and figuratively. The Actuality series emerged from
attempts to connect with her own past. While completing research for this show she was accompanied
by her grandfather to France where he retraced many
of his steps during WWII. Her grandmother, mother,
and sister went as well. Such a group effort is present
in the installation of photographs that accompanies the

mouthpieces in Engaging Memory. The pictures are a aging engagement with the work,
memory board of images collected from Grand Valley a part of ourselves to be present in
State University community members that reveal their them as well.
own associations with war and memory.It is a collaboraApproaching memory through
tive reflection on war in the past century.
human engagement and with the
The twentieth century was one of the most
belief that it can evoke a shared
catastrophic in history. It included large-scale wars, experience, Zettle-Sterling's work
holocausts, and violent social and political change. is masterfully effective . As with all
Individuals respond to these traumas in different ways. effective art, the intent of the artist
The non-judgmental quality of Zettle-Sterling's work is and meaning for the viewer is relative
based in a respect for the diverse and common ways war to each individual encounter with it.
is experienced. Through this exhibition, Renee ZettleJust as the Actualities are inspired by
Sterling explores the intricacies of acts of war, acting in a pastiche of memories, individual
war, and responses to war. Although many artists like responses combine into a pastiche
Zettle-Sterling have not experienced a traditionally
that evokes universality.
defined military conflict as participants, she uses her
In Engaging Memory: Contemengagement with memory to broaden perceptions of porary Interpretations of Wai, Renee
what constitutes war and inform her conception ofit as Zettle-Sterling clearly shows that
a universal human experience. Through her exploration
through memory and the process
of memory, Zettle-Sterling helps us understand our own of remembering, we can always rerelationship to war.
member: we can construct something
Some of us don't know where we stand with war. new by sharing memory. Re-memberThose who have survived war, are close to those who ing becomes the mouthpiece of our
have, or have lost someone to war, of ten have no choice own actuality.
but to negotiate a position in relation to it. Initially,
when Zettle-Sterling began preparing for this exhibition almost two years ago, war for many, except for the
veterans she tirelessly interviewed, was something that
was very much a part of a distant and often forgotten
past. Certainly, after September 11, 2001, we have had
no choice but to stake out our own place with war in
the twenty-first century even if it means avoiding the
reality of its existence.
The term "actuality," the title Zettle-Sterling chose
for the mouthpiece series, means "reality" or the state
of being "actual."Yet these "realities" are constructions,
objects that are not part of real war though they are
part of real memory. Each interpretive Actuality-its
sculptural elements, images, composition, and the
shape of the portion that inserts into the mouth-is
different-like the individual stories of the veterans. The
mouthpieces are not attached to a fixed face, but can be
donned by anyone to become a vehicle for experiencing
the memory of others, or to instigate the revelation of
our own memories. Zettle-Sterling allows, by encour-
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